






The 20th century saw revolutions and wars scar the world with dictators on both of the extreme left and right fighting to control the people of their own countries, and others with millions of innocent people dying at the hands of tyrants.  This article seeks to explore how those living under command economies were controlled by the state using the USSR as a case study, and how ultimately they failed.  It will end by exploring the question of whether a command economy is possible without the use of rigid social and economic controls which deny human rights and individual freedoms.

Control in command economies

“Every man according as he purposeth in his heart, so let him give; not grudgingly, or of necessity: for God loveth a cheerful giver. And God is able to make all grace abound toward you; that ye, always having all sufficiency in all things, may abound to every good work” (2 Corinthians 9:7-8).

“From each according to his ability, to each according to his needs!” (Marx, K. 1875).

The calls for selfless giving and the subordination of the individual to the community are strong in both Christianity and Communism.  The reality of these altruistic principles applied to economic systems across history is far removed from such idealistic sentiments.  Command economies, an economy where economic decisions are made by some central authority, such as those created in the former USSR, China and Cuba have demanded of their citizenry the absolute and complete surrender of personal and economic freedoms, and democratic rights in the name of ‘The People’, but how was such social control established and maintained? This article will present a case study of the USSR, exploring the means by which the political elites of the Communist Party controlled the masses under a centrally planned economy.  It will then explore why control failed, and under what, if any circumstances, a command economy could operate democratically and justly.
Harold Laswell famously said “Politics is who gets what, when, and how” (Laswell, H. 1911).  In the USSR, from 1921 until for the fall of the Soviet Empire in 1991, the State Committee for Planning was responsible for the creation of 5 year economic plans, and ultimately the creation, distribution and allocation of economic resources.  Individuals were denied any part in making economics decisions for themselves, and therefore in planning any part of their lives.  It is also important to note that despite this central control of the economy, not a single one of the thirteen 5 year plan met its targets; the last plan ending in economic collapse and the dissolution of the Soviet Union.
Over time, legal constraints were also strengthened in favour of the state and against individual economic freedom: The 1918, 1924, 1936 and 1977 USSR constitutions all saw more political power being held by the Communist Party and the ‘Supreme Soviet’, the ruling council of the USSR.  Although Article 39 in the1977, and final constitution allowed for political freedom of speech, freedom of the press, freedom of assembly and the right to religious belief and worship, Article 39 also enabled the government to prohibit any activities it considered ‘detrimental’ to the socio-economic status quo by stating that:
"Enjoyment by citizens of their rights and freedoms must not be to the detriment of the interests of society or the state, or infringe the rights of other citizens." (Supreme Soviet of the USSR, 1977).
This sub-clause undermined all other promises of civil rights enshrined in the remainder of the document and across all laws in force at the time, thus the state had the legal ability to enforce civil and economic order however they wished.
To this end various repressive state apparatus were also created, the most important and well known of these was the ‘Komitet gosudarstvennoy bezopasnosti’ (The KBG or the ‘Committee for State Security’).  The KGB and its predecessors operated from the beginning of the revolution in November 1917 until November 1991 and the collapse of the USSR.  The KGB working alongside NKVD troika’s (literally meaning ‘threesome’ or ‘triumvirate’ of citizen magistrates under the NKVD or People's Commissariat for Internal Affairs). These magistracy bodies were able to sentence political dissidents and other minor criminals to lengthy, often fatal prison sentences within the ‘The Chief Administration of Corrective Labour Camps and Colonies’ or GULAG.  This severe punishment created an atmosphere of intense fear amongst Soviet citizens thus helping to keep the socio-economic order in place despite its continual failures.  An estimated six to seven million prisoners served sentences in the GULAG with 1,053,829 people dying between 1934 and 1953 alone due to Stalinist purges and general repression (Getty, Rittersporn, and Zemskov, 1993).
The inevitability of failure in command economies
Due to the strict commitment to economic equality in the USSR private property was banned and financial incentives were not offered for hard work; housing, an income, food and other basic goods and services were assured by the state.  The result of this system was misplaced incentives resulting in poor productivity, idleness, alcoholism, and other symptoms, many of which can be seen today in individuals who suffer from welfare dependency in the United Kingdom today.  Quality control in production also failed as only the quantity supplied was of importance to planners and Soviet propagandists.
Economists such as Ludwig Von Mises (1920) and later Freidrich Hayek (1935) were quick to raise the problem of information constraints in command economies in what became known as the ‘Socialist Calculation Debate’.  Essentially, under a free market the price mechanism is able to send messages to consumers and producers about the levels of supply (abundance of the product) and demand for the product (it’s desirability by consumers).  In the absence of such an information system, they argue, central planners will fail to be able to accurately estimate individual utility, demand levels and therefore the correct allocation of capital resources across the economy, over time.  In the USSR this was proven in the continual misallocation of resources towards the armed forces and state apparatus and away from consumer products, with economic decisions being made with regard to political rather than economic considerations.
Finally, the USSR saw severe environmental degradation epitomised by such examples as Chernobyl where a lack of democratic structures and a strong civil society left a vacuum in which the state was able to completely exploit the environment, as well as the Soviet people.
The culmination of the economic system’s failures and a lack of democracy lead to the decline and eventual breakup of the United Soviet Socialist Republic in 1991 on the back of civil unrest and economic chaos.
Possible worlds
Despite the failure of all command economies to date, many on the extreme left and right still claim that a command economy is the best economic order to ensure economic and social justice, but is such an economic system compatible with the fundamental human and democratic rights we have come to expect?
By definition, it is impossible.  A command economy relies upon a central authority making all economic decisions, and is fundamentally dictatorial.  As Lord Acton said:
"Power tends to corrupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely.” (1877).
The power to allocate resources left in the hands of anyone other than ourselves will deny us our economic freedom and corrupt those in positions of power, as it did in the USSR, and as it has always done.  We should always be mindful of those who claim to know what is in our own best interest and those who seek to subjugate us and control us in the name of equality.  In the words of US Supreme Court Justice Louis Brandeis:
"Experience should teach us to be most on our guard to protect liberty when the government's purposes are beneficent . . . the greatest dangers to liberty lurk in insidious encroachment by men of zeal, well meaning but without understanding" (1928),
and in the words of Lord Acton:
"Socialism means slavery".
If command economies are to be avoided therefore, what kind of economic system should we adopt?  Thinkers such as Adam Smith, Milton Friedman, Fredrich Von Hayek and others of the Austrian School strongly argue that free markets with a functioning price system lead to a spontaneous order and "a more efficient allocation of societal resources than any design could achieve" (Hayek cited in Christian, P. 2001, p2).  The creativity and innovation of such capitalist free markets is demonstrated on a daily basis with the vast improvements in technology that is changing our lives for the better.  Where would we be without our laptops, broadband internet and highly efficient hybrid cars?
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